Florida Historical Quarterly
Volume 16
Number 3 Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol 16,
Issue 3

Article 7

1937

The Arrival of De Soto’s Expedition in Florida
Mark F. Boyd

Part of the American Studies Commons, and the United States History Commons

Find similar works at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq
University of Central Florida Libraries http://library.ucf.edu
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by STARS. It has been accepted for inclusion in Florida
Historical Quarterly by an authorized editor of STARS. For more information, please contact STARS@ucf.edu.

Recommended Citation
Boyd, Mark F. (1937) "The Arrival of De Soto’s Expedition in Florida," Florida Historical Quarterly: Vol. 16 :
No. 3 , Article 7.
Available at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol16/iss3/7

Boyd: The Arrival of De Soto’s Expedition in Florida

THE ARRIVAL OF DE SOTO’S EXPEDITION
IN FLORIDA
By MARK F. BOYD
The first account of the De Soto expedition to
appear in print was the Relecam verdadeira dos
trabalhos q ho governador do Fernado de souto e
certos fidalgos portugueses passarom no descobrimeto da provincia da Frolida, Agora novamete feita
per hu fidalgo de Elvas, which was published in
Evora, Portugal in 1557. Its anonymous author was
indubitably a member of the expedition, and his report, is commonly referred to as that of the Knight
of Elvas, or merely Elvas. This was first made
available in the English language by Richard
Hakluyt, who published an English version entitled
Virginia richly valued. By the description of the
Maine Land of Florida, her next neighbor, etc., in
1609, which in 1812 was included in the Evans edition of Hakluyt’s Voyages (1) and was also reprinted by French (12) in 1850. The second account to
appear was written by Garcilaso de la Vega, with
the title La Florida del Inca. Historia del Adelantado, Hernando de Soto, Governador y Capitan-General del Reino de la Florida, etc., which appeared
first in Lisbon in 1605, and later in Madrid in 1723
(2). A direct translation into English has never appeared although it has been the basis of several modern accounts of De Soto. A third account, by FernanDeficiences in the available matrices have prevented the use
of the proper diacritical marks on certain letters of some
of the Portuguese and Spanish words quoted. Thus the
c in Relecam (Elvas title), Ocita and Ecita, and the second c in Moscoco should be provided with a cedilla. Also
in the Elvas title, the tilde should be applied to the q
abbreviation, to the o of do, to the a of Fernado, the e
of descobrimeto and the first e of novamete, and to the u
of hu. Tildes should be supplied to the o in b. hoda and b.
de Poce. The acute accent should be inserted over the i of
Geografia.
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dez De Biedma, who accompanied the expedition as
a royal official, and which may have been the official report, was brought to the attention of American scholars from the original manuscript sources
by Buckingham Smith in 1857 (3). The last d i s covered account appeared with the complete publication in 1851 of all parts of the great work by Gonzalo Fernandez De Oviedo y Valdez entitled Historia General y Natural de las Indias, Islas y TierraFirme del Mar Oceano, (4), the first nineteen of
the total fifty parts of which had been incompletely
published in 1535, in which was found incorporated
nearly all of the narrative of De Soto’s secretary,
Rodrigo Ranjel, the original of which is now lost.
Buckingham Smith, the eminent Florida historian, translated the narrative of Elvas* and also
made that of De Biedma accessible in English. (5)
Edward Gaylord Bourne realized the significance of
and translated Oviedo's version of Ranjel and made
this, as well as the two previous translations of
Buckingham Smith, conveniently available (6). The
Elvas narrative, recently newly translated from the
Portuguese by James A. Robertson, has appeared
with copious notes as a publication of the Florida
State Historical Society (7). The excellent b i b l i *Florida readers and bibliographers elsewhere may be interested
to know that the greater part of Buckingham Smith’s notable
translation of the Elvas Narrative was published first in
Florida, six years before it appeared in the Bradford Club
series in 1866. On April 21, 1860 its publication was begun
in the St. Augustine Examiner, a weekly newspaper of that
town, where Smith lived. This was continued without interruption until September when it ceased without notice or
comment. The reason is not difficult to guess-for in the
latter part of 1860 there was much to crowd a mere translation of a three hundred years old volume from any sheet
of the South. The only known file of the Examiner is in
the library of J. C. Yonge, but there is one issue of that
period in the library of the American Antiquarian Society,
The translation was accompanied by annotations, some of
which vary from those included in the later issue, and the
translation itself is not identical throughout. Ed.
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ographical summaries in the last two and particularly the latter, render any further discussion of this
topic superfluous.
We thus have three independent, impersonal accounts of the De Soto expedition by actual participants, namely the Elvas, the De Biedma, and the
Ranjel narratives. All are disappointingly brief
and terse but to a remarkable degree support and
confirm each other. Of these, that by De Biedma is
the shortest and least detailed. The E l v a s and
Ranjel accounts are more circumstantial and give
the dates for many of the events, which suggests
that they were based on actual field journals or
diaries. On the other hand, Garcilaso’s narrative
is a composite written by a person unfamiliar with
the region, from the reminiscences of three participants who related their tales to him approximately
fifty years after their return. While it features the
personal experiences and outlook of the narrators,
these appear to be fancifully elaborated by Garcilaso. Insofar as it is confirmed by Elvas and Ranjel,
Garcilaso’s narrative is useful, but when he treats
of subjects not discussed in the others, his account,
if used at all, should be considered with caution.
Concerning the landing place, it is fortunate that
there has been preserved a letter written from the
bay of Espiritu Santo on July 9th, 1539 by Hernando de Soto himself, directed to the authorities of
Santiago de Cuba. English versions of this appeared in 1850 by B. F. French (12), and in 1854 and
1866 by Buckingham Smith (20) ( 5 ) , the last of
which is reproduced by Bourne (6). The letter gives
an account of the landfall and of the events immediately thereafter. It is concise and terse in character,
in these respects resembling the relation of De Biedma. Since it was written when the events described
had just occurred and by the commander-in-chief
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himself, it possesses an importance exceeding the
narratives.
Much thought and planning were devoted to the
preparations for this expedition, and it is likely
that in the quality of its members, as well as in the
abundance of equipment and supplies, it exceeded
anything that had ever been sent out by Spanish
authority. Evidence of the forethought exercised is
shown by the despatch of Juan de Anasco on a reconnaissance of the coast of Florida in the preceding March with the object of finding a suitable landing place. He brought back with him several (two,
Elvas; four, Ranjel) Indian captives, with the idea
that these could serve as the initial means of communication with the native Floridians. (Elvas)
An interesting light upon this preliminary expedition of Anasco’s is afforded by a letter (5) written to the king by three members of the expedition,
including Anasco and De Biedma, on the day of their
departure from Havana. The letter in full appears
in this issue of the Quarterly. (q. v.) It is interesting to observe that of the promised reports, only
that of De Biedma has been discovered, although
since there were three joint signers to the letter,
De B i e d m a ’s relation may conceivably be the
promised joint account.
Both Elvas and Ranjel state that the expedition
sailed in a fleet of nine vessels, including five ships,
two caravels and two brigantines. It may be assumed that the five former were square-rigged and that
the latter were rigged fore-and-aft. G a r c i l a s o
credits the expedition with eleven vessels, including
eight ships, and purports to give the names of six.
According to Ranjel the force consisted of five
hundred seventy men, not including the sailors, with
whom there were fully seven hundred. A considerably larger complement is given by Garcilaso, who,
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counting soldiers, Cuban volunteers and sailors,
places the force at about a thousand men. More than
two hundred horses were taken.
The Adelantado’s description of different events
will be compared with a composite account based on
the other narratives, in order to ascertain the extent to which these confirm and supplement. We
follow the 1866 version of Smith, from which we
commence to quote (5) (6):
I took my departure from Havana with all
my armament on Sunday, XVIIIth of May, although I wrote that I should leave on the XXVth
of the month. I anticipated the day, not to lose a
favourable wind, which changed nevertheless,
upon our getting into the Gulf; still these were
not so continuous as to prevent our casting
anchor on this coast, as we did at the end of eight
days, which was on Sunday the festival of
Espiritu Santo.
According to Elvas and Ranjel the fleet left Havana on May 18, 1539, although Garcilaso places
the date six days earlier on the 12th. The latter
also states they had a slow voyage of nineteen days
at sea, being delayed by adverse weather. On the
other hand Elvas says they ran for seven days with
favorable weather, and both he and Ranjel are in
agreement that the landfall was made on the 25th
of May. Ranjel says their landfall was due north
of Tortugas and ten leagues west of the bay of
Johan Ponce (de Leon), the latter distance we believe to be taken in a longitudinal sense. (A)*.
Continuing to quote from De Soto:
Having fallen four or five leagues below the
port, without any one of my pilots being able
to tell where we were, it became Necessary that
*As it is desirable to stress significant points in the following
accounts they are distinguished by capital letters and recapitulated further on.
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I should go in the brigantines and look for it.
In doing so, and in entering the mouth of the
port, we were detained three days: and likewise because we had no knowledge of the passage-a bay that runs up a dozen leagues or
more from the sea (B1) - we were so long delayed that I was obliged to send my Lieutenant-General, Vasco Porcallo de Figueroa in the
brigantine to take possession of a town at the
end of the bay. I ordered all the men and horses
to be landed on a beach (E1), whence, with great
difficulty we went on Trinity Sunday to join
Vasco Porcallo. The Indians of the coast, because of some fears of us, have abandoned all
the country, so that for thirty leagues not a man
of them has halted.
The rendition of the Spanish phrase describing
the location of the town, a tomar un pueblo que
estaba al Cabo del ancon was evidently perplexing
to Smith, and in his first version (20) he renders it:
“to take possession of a town on the Cape of the
Bay.” While a head-land, cape or promontory is
called Cabo in Spanish, its translation here in this
sense appears meaningless, and we favor the, view
that the second rendition, which we follow, correctly
expresses the idea intended.
Turning now to our narrators: Because of shoal
water they anchored some distance offshore in four
fathoms or less of water (a league, E l v a s ; two
leagues, Ranjel). According to Ranjel their course
from Tortugas would appear to have been chosen to
bring them to the landing place earlier selected by
Anasco. But the shore now viewed appeared unfamiliar.
The situation required scouting and
Ranjel relates at length that De Soto went aboard
one of the small vessels variously called brigantines
or pinnaces, together with Anasco and Alonso Mar-
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tin, the chief pilot, in order to go closer to shore
and identify A n a s c o ’s harbor. As nightfall approached the wind became contrary and prevented
the return of the brigantine to the fleet, which therefore anchored and a party went ashore where they
found an Indian village. It would appear that De
Soto’s brigantine was then out on the Gulf, so that
Ranjel’s statement that this was the village of Ucita
should not be understood as locating the site of the
later camp, but probably represents still a third
settlement pertaining to this chief. (vide Porcallo’s
trip to the second.) The absence and inaccessibility
of De Soto greatly alarmed some of his more responsible lieutenants, one of whom the next morning
put off in a caravel to go to his assistance. Meanwhile the former’s vessel was slowly beating her way
to windward to rejoin the others. It would appear
that while the fleet was awaiting the return of De
Soto, the other small vessels were actively engaged
in further scouting and the harbor mouth was soon
found, but not by De Soto. The second brigantine
took a station in the channel as a sign to the ships.
When De Soto came up he ordered a brigantine and
a caravel to anchor on either side of the channel to
mark the entrance (B 2 ). Either this location was
several leagues from the original anchorage, or else
the larger ships may have stood off and on during
the night, for they were now from four to five leagues
distant and came up under sail. Despite their pains,
two scraped bottom, but as it was of sand they received no injury. Further progress into the unfamiliar harbor was difficult, requiring constant use
of the lead, despite which some vessels frequently
touched without harm on the muddy bottom. Five
days (Ranjel) were consumed in this slow progress,
as it is likely that in order to avoid running hard
aground, the vessels progressed only on the flood-
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ing tides. Meanwhile, according to Garcilaso, the
only contact with shore was through the medium of
small boats sent for water and forage, which also
brought back an abundance of wild grapes.
The site of the village which Ranjel reports De
Soto as having visited during his reconnaissance, is
probably marked by the mound on Pine Key. It is
described as possessing one of the large cabins
similar to those seen elsewhere in the Indies and
several small ones.
It now appeared that the loaded ships had entered
as far as their draft permitted, and on May 30th
(C1) the disembarkation of the men and horses was
begun (Elvas, Ranjel). De Biedma says that six
hundred twenty men were landed, and the number
of horses is variously given as two hundred thirteen,
two hundred forty three and two hundred seventy
three, while about twenty were reported as having
been lost during the voyage. The landing place was
thought to be about two leagues (Elvas, Garcilaso)
distant from the Indian village De Soto discovered
on their arrival (D), although the ships were then
anchored four leagues away ( R a n j e l ) . As previously mentioned, it does not appear likely that the
village discovered by De Soto on their landfall, was
the village of the later camp site, althought both may
have belonged to Ucita.
To this haven De Biedma applied the name of
Baya Honda or Deep Bay, while that of Espiritu
Santo was given it by De Soto and Ranjel, to commemorate the day of their arrival.
Lightened by the discharge of their loads of men
and horses, Elvas relates that the sailors who remained aboard continued to bring up the vessels
a little further each day the flood tide, until at
the end of eight days they neared the village (C2).
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During this period further unloading continued
(Ranjel).
It may be surmised that. Anasco’s inability to recognize the entrance to the harbor he had selected
was the cause of the interchange with De Soto which
Ranjel mentions to have occurred on the day they
entered.
With the men ashore a temporary camp was established, which according to Elvas was pitched on
the seaside, nigh the bay which goes up close to the
town (E2). As soon as a few horses were put ashore
Vasco Porcallo, Anasco and a few horsemen set
out on a short reconnaissance covering a one-half
league radius about the camp. (Elvas, Ranjel.)
They encountered several Indians (six or ten) with
whom they had a brush, in which two horses and two
Indians were killed. Toward the approach of night,
both Elvas and Ranjel state that De Soto with
about one hundred infantrymen boarded the brigantines and again went up the bay to view the village
which was found deserted. (F) During this excursion De Soto evidently decided to make this village
site their base. It is not clear from either narrator
whether De Soto remained at the village or rejoined
the army. Elvas speaks of the arrival of the army
at Ucita “where the Governor tarried.” Ranjel,
although speaking of the return of another, does not
mention the return of De Soto, yet later states that
the Governor went ahead with the horsemen to extricate the army from its difficult situation.
On the 31st, Elvas says that Moscoco divided the
army into three divisions and arranged the order
of march. He further says that on that day march
to the village was begun, although Ranjel reports
the march did not begin until the following day,
Trinity Sunday, June 1st. Ranjel says they proposed to utilize the four Indians earlier captured by
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Anasco as guides, but through ignorance or perversity they proved inserviceable. It was found
that intervening streams running down to the bay
rendered a direct passage along the shore to the
village impossible (G) . The long detours they were
obliged to make inland to find crossings, to head the
streams, or avoid swamps, caused them to lose their
bearings. De Soto impatiently endeavoured to go
ahead with the horsemen, and after floundering
through the swamps for twelve leagues, nightfall
found them opposite the village on the shore of an
arm of the bay around which they could not pass.
(H) Greatly fatigued they made a disordered
bivouac on the spot. (Ranjel.) Although Elvas says
they reached the village on the lst, it was more likely the 2nd before they surmounted this difficulty.
How this was done is not described, although it may
be inferred that a passage by land was found. On
the 3rd, according to Ranjel, De Soto took possession of the land in the names of their Catholic Majesties while one of Anasco’s captives was despatche d
with a message of peace to the neighboring
chiefs. That night two others escaped.
De Soto has the following to relate about the release of Ortiz:
At my arrival here I received news of there being a Christian in the possession of a Cacique,
and I sent Baltazar de Gallegos, with XL men of
the horse, and as many of the foot, to endeavor
to get him. He found the man a day’s journey
from this place, with eight or ten Indians, whom
he brought into my power. We rejoiced no
little over him for he speaks the language; and
although he had forgotten his own, it directly
returned to him. His name is Juan Ortiz, an
hidalgo, native of Sevilla.
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If De Soto had prior knowledge of the existence
of Ortiz, he may have kept his own council, as the
accounts of Elvas and Ranjel suggest that the encounter, from the standpoint of the Spaniards at
any rate, was accidental. On the 4th, both Elvas
and Ranjel relate that Captain Baltazar de Gallegos with forty horse and eighty foot and the remaining Indian captive was despatched to look for
an occupied village with the hope of providing captives as further guides. Towards night they discovered ten or eleven Indians in an open area upon
whom they charged. They were greatly surprised
to be hailed by a near victim in broken Spanish. A
parley was thereupon begun during which it was
found that the speaker was a Spaniard, a relic of
Narvaez’s expedition of a dozen years before, who
had since been a captive of the Indians. The name
of this Spaniard, whose discovery was rightly valued
as a great aid, was Juan Ortiz. Gallegos and his
men joyfully brought him and his Indian companions back to the camp that night. It was learned
that O r t i z ’s present master was a chief named
Mocoso, although his first captor was an enemy of
Mocoso and the owner of the deserted village where
De Soto was now encamped. The name of the latter is variously given as Ucita, (Elvas), Ocita and
Ecita (Ranjel), or Hirrihigua (Garcilaso) .
Speaking of Ortiz’s late master, Mocoso, De Soto
says :
In consequence of this occurrence, I went myself for the Cacique, and came back with him
in peace.
On the day of Ortiz’s release (according to Elvas,
or on the 7th according to Ranjel) Captain Lobillo
went on a second reconnaissance in a different direction with forty or fifty foot. About one-half
league from camp they came upon some huts by a
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river where they surprised and captured four women therein (I) ( E l v a s ) . The rescue of the captives was attempted by numerous Indians, who followed them for three leagues ( R a n j e l ) . In the
skirmishes several (three-four Ranjel; six, Elvas)
Spaniards were wounded of whom one later died.
Garcilaso’s narrative of the events of these five
days is not in agreement with the foregoing. According to his account, disembarkation of the soldiers began on the second, when three hundred men
were put ashore and the ceremonies of taking possession were observed. The shore force was sent
on a march along the coast and proceeded the rest
of the day without observing any Indians. At nightfall they bivouaced on the land. During the night
the camp was attacked by Indians, and the Spaniards, evidently hard pressed, retreated to the sea
shore. Reinforcements were hastily sent from the
ships and the Indians beaten off. Disembarkation
of the remaining soldiers and the horses was completed on the following day, whereupon the whole
army rested for eight or nine days in the temporary
camp. At the end of this time the army marched
two leagues inland to the village of a chief called
Hirrihigua, the Ucita of the other chroniclers.
Meanwhile news of a Spanish captive had been received from one of Anasco’s Indians and De Soto
resolved to send Gallegos to the place of the Spaniard’s detention and effect his release. The account
of this night attack on the camp is given only by
Garcilaso. That it may have occurred, cannot of
course be denied, although it would seem that it
would have been noted in the more circumstantial
accounts of Elvas or Ranjel.
Shortly after these events, Ranjel tells that Porcallo was despatched to another village of Ucita to
disperse a gathering of hostile Indians. Mislead by
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the Indian guide, he does not appear to have attained his objective, and the guide was killed in punishment. Garcilaso says Porcallo set out to interview
Hirrihigua or make him prisoner. While on this
trip Porcallo had a misadventure in a swamp by
which he was deeply mortified and the consequences
appear to have been a factor in leading him to
amicably withdraw from the expedition.
Nothing of interest to the chroniclers appears to
have occurred until the seventh, which may have
been the day of L o b i l l o ' s excursion, previously
noted. Mocoso, probably due to the distance of his
villages from the Spanish camp and his association
with Ortiz appeared friendly. According to Ranjel,
De Soto went to Mocoso's village, which, according
to De Biedma was eight leagues distant from the harbor, in company with Ortiz. Here they were received in a friendly manner and without signs of fear
on the part of the Indians. Mocoso informed De
Soto that four neighboring chiefs including Ucita
were angered by his friendly attitude towards the
Spaniards and were then threatening him. Garcilaso
does not confirm this account, but on the other hand
says that three days after the return of Ortiz, Mocoso voluntarily came to pay an amicable visit to
De Soto.
De Soto next mentions the despatch of Gallegos
as follows:
I then sent Baltazar de Gallegos, with eighty
lancers, and a hundred foot soldiers, to enter
the country. He has found fields of maize, beans
and pumpkins, with other fruits, and provision
in such quantity as would suffice to subsist a
very large army without its knowing a want.
Having been allowed without interruption, to
reach the town of a Cacique named Urripacoxit,
master of the one we are in, also of many other
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towns, some Indians were sent to him to treat
for peace. This, he writes, having been accomplished, the Cacique failed to keep certain
promises, whereupon he seized about XVII
persons, among whom are some of the principal
men; for in this way, it appears to him, he can
best secure a performance. Among those he detains are some old men of authority, as great
as can be among such people, who have information of the country farther on.
His account of this information can be passed
over, as we are not considering the route inland.
The time until the 20th appears to have passed
uneventfully, although we can imagine there must
have been a great deal of activity. De Soto appears
to have been pumping O r t i z for information, of
which he secured disappointingly little, as Ortiz had
acquired only a very limited familiarity with the
country. He did learn from him of a region called
Paracoxi (Elvas); Orriparagi (Ranjel); Hurripacuxi (De Biedma); or Urribarracoxi, (Garcilaso)
and resolved to send a scouting party in its direction. Captain Gallegos was selected a chief of this
party, and on June 20th he set out with one hundred
or more men, both horse and foot (50 horse, 30-40
foot, E l v a s ; 80 horse, 100 foot R a n j e l ) on his
mission.
Gallegos and his force arrived at Paracoxi without opposition and while he had peaceably encountered many Indians, found that the chief evaded a
personal interview. News was also had of further
tempting regions inland. The reports that G a l legos’s mounted couriers brought to De Soto, who
according to Garcilaso made the return trip in two
days, stimulated a demand from the army that they
proceed inland at once, an effect that apparently
was carefully calculated by De Soto.
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De Soto further relates:
I sent eighty soldiers by sea in boats, and my
general (i.e., Porcallo) by land with XL horsemen, to fall upon a throng of some thousand Indians, or more, whom Juan de Anasco had discovered. The General got back last night, and
states that they fled from him; and although he
pursued them, they could not be overtaken, for
the many obstructions in the way. On our coming together we will march to join Baltazar de
Gallegos, that we may go thence to pass the winter at the Ocale, where, if what is said to be
true, we shall have nothing further to desire.
De Soto’s letter contains nothing more that is
pertinent to our subject.
Anasco was in the meantime sent out along the
shore in boats. His party encountered a small
Indian force on an island, which they attacked with
a cannon. Several Indians were killed and numerous Spaniards were injured. Aid was asked from
the camp and Porcallo set out along the shore with
reinforcements, with the idea of intercepting the
Indians should they flee to the mainland. The warriors were gone when they arrived, but in the course
of their march some women were captured. (Ranjel.)
It would appear that De Soto had resolved to follow Gallegos’s party inland, as soon as the results
of his reconnaissance were available. Meanwhile the
discharge of the vessels appears to have been completed, and they were despatched to Havana for
more provisions. Garcilaso states that only the ships
were sent, the smaller vessels being retained in the
bay. A port guard of about one hundred men, placed
under Captain Calderon, was detailed to remain at
the base on the bay and guard the supplies and small
vessels.
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Preparations being completed, the entire force
with the exception of the port guard proceeded inland on July 15. That night they bivouaced at the
river bounding the limits of Mocoso's territories
over which they were obliged to build two bridges
in order to pass (J). De Biedma, in what would
appear to be evident error, says they first took their
way to the west and then turned to the northwest.
If correct, they could have traveled only a short distance on such courses. Garcilaso on the other hand
says that en route to Urribarracoxi they always
travelled to the northeast, a more probable statement than that of the former.
At this point, having with the port guard seen
the army depart for the unknown interior, we will
for the present at any rate, take our leave of the
valiant expedition. Attention now may be briefly
given to any further facts presented by the chroniclers that may throw light on the landing site or
the inhabitants of its vicinity.
Elvas states that the town of Ucita occupied by
the army consisted of seven or eight houses built of
timber and covered with palm thatch. The chief’s
house was located near the beach upon a high artificial mound (K) erected for defense, and at the
other end (of the town) was a temple. The ground
about was very marshy, covered with dense thickets
and high trees.
The territory of Mocoso was separated from that
of Ucita by a river. According to Elvas the people
of each spoke different languages, and appear to
have been at war with each other even before the
advent of De Soto. These as well as other coastal
Indians are stated by De Biedma to have paid tribute to the chief called by Elvas, Paracoxi. The residence of this chief is said, depending on the chronic l e r consulted, to have been from twenty to
leagues inland.
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Without considering events related only by one
or more of the narrators, it is necessary to discuss
one or two points where these accounts differ from
De Soto’s. Anasco had visited this coast several
months previously, and had evidently gone on shore,
as witness his Indian captives. It may be presumed,
knowing his purpose but lacking precise information, that he had selected a sheltered landing place
and even a site for the base camp. Nevertheless,
when the fleet made landfall, although they knew
their general position, their exact location with relation to their objective was unknown. Hence, while
the fleet anchored, De Soto set out on a reconnaissance, which we take to have been along the Gulf
shore in search of the entrance, inferentially into a
land-locked body of water. Nowhere is found any
statement suggesting that on this excursion the interior of the bay was penetrated. In fact Ranjel’s
account suggests that De Soto actually over-ran the
entrance, and that it was really recognized first by
one of the smaller vessels which remained closer to
the fleet. The words ancon, puerto and baya used
by De Soto, Ranjel, and Elvas in describing their
objective are obviously applied to the entire bay, and
not to any localized anchorage within. Having
found the entrance, it is likely that they would begin
to utilize the knowledge previously gained by
Anasco, and consequently proceeded as rapidly as
their draft permitted, towards a predetermined
shore base. The extent of the shoal water within the
bay likely proved a severer obstacle than had been
expected.
Another point relates to the circumstances attending the discovery of the village. The accounts suggest they already knew its general position and
moving toward it. Its advantages as a base were
probably already pointed out by Anasco. From De
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Soto’s account it would be understood that Porcallo’s force was despatched to the village previous to
the general disembarkation, an idea not confirmed
by any of the other narrators, unless this was the
force which went up to the village site in the brigantines late on the day of landing.
The significant points in the foregoing accounts
that are pertinent to the problem of the landing
place, distinguished above by parenthesized capital
letters, are here recapitulated:
A. The expected landfall should have been approximately due north of the T o r t u g a s and ten
leagues west of the bay of Johan Ponce.
B Describes the wide mouth of a long harbor,
with the entrance not obviously discernible from the
open sea.
C It took the sailors a total of eleven to thirteen days (three or five to point of debarkation, plus
eight to final anchorage near village) to work the
large vessels up to the vicinity of the Indian village.
D. The landing place was about two leagues distant from the Indian village.
E 1,2. Evidently a firm open beach without a fringe
of mangroves.
F. The village site was evidently toward the head
of the bay from the landing place.
G. The beach was actually not continuous between the landing place and the Indian village, as
they later found, although appearing so from the
boats.
H. Probably an estuarial stream, a small bay
the existence of which had not been suspected from
the observations of the shore made from the boats.
I. This stream could not have been far distant
from the village, and the occurrence of huts suggests
a high open bank.
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J. The stream which intercepted their route deserves serious consideration as a landmark.
K . The mound constitutes the most important
landmark, and perhaps has survived to this day.
A course due north from the westernmost islet
of the Tortugas would give a landfall on the north
shore of Waccasassa Bay a few miles east of Cedar
Keys, but would pass sufficiently close to Sand Key
and Indian Rocks on the west shore of Pinellas
peninsula so that the land at this point would be
clearly visible. A course due north from the easternmost, would give a landfall on Long Key forming
Boca Ciega Bay off the southwest shore of Pinellas
Peninsula. The slight familiarity the pilots of that
day had with these waters would make it probable
that a course from Havana for the west coast of
Florida would be set to pass to the west of the
Tortugas group, rather than through the channel to
the eastward. It is also likely that this course represented Anasco’s selection, made during his reconnaissance in the spring. The only bay to be encountered on approximately this course that does run up
a dozen leagues or more from the sea as De Soto
says, is Tampa Bay. If Anasco had taken this bearing as marking his selection of a landing place in
the spring, and the expedition had left the Tortugas
on this route, the fleet was likely diverted from its
course, as De Soto says their landfall was four or
five leagues below (i.e. south of) the port. This
mischance could be attributable either to an unrecognized current in the Gulf setting them closer to
the shore, or to an over allowance for leeway if the
passage was made with the aid of easterly winds.
It is likely that landfall was actually made off the
shore of either Anna Maria or (south) Long Keys.
Confirmation of the conclusion that the expedition
set out for and actually entered the present Tampa
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Bay is afforded by the Geografia (8) of Juan Lopez
de Velasco, which treats of the Spanish possessions
as known between 1571 and 1574. V e l a s c o was
Cosmografo-Cronista of the Indies and appears to
have written this work about 1576, although it remained in manuscript until 1894. It is apparent that
from his office he must have been thoroughly cognizant of the current geographical knowledge of
the country. Since the larger vessels were sent back
to Havana before the departure inland, and later
returned to this base, a knowledge of the location
of the bay of Espiritu Santo likely became quite general among the contemporary mariners who frequented the West Indies. Being himself almost a
contemporary of De Soto, he may be expected to
have been in possession of this knowledge, while his
geography was written but thirty-seven years after
the departure of the expedition.
O n page one hundred fifty-eight, after speaking
of previous explorers of the Florida coast, he says
of De Soto: The captain De Soto also entered this
land in the year 37 [sic] at the bay of Tocobaga, and
was also lost.
Of the bay of Tocobaga, Velasco says: The bay
of Tocobaga otherwise called Espiritu-Santo or that
of Miruelo, is in 29 and 1/2 degrees- altitude; the entrance passage is to the east and has a mouth three
leagues in width and in it are three small islets on
which are nothing except sand and birds; on the
northern side the coast runs within for two leagues
west and east and abruptly turns into an arm of the
sea three leagues in breadth running directly north
for eighteen leagues within the land, to the identical
village of Tocobaga, a village of Indians where it
terminates; to navigate it one must always keep
close to the shore of the east, because the other side
is very shallow; in the extension of the said arm
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there opens another arm, broader than the beforesaid; it extends to the northeast and has not been
navigated; for this reason its depth is unknown.
Except that Velasco places the latitude almost two
degrees too far north, this is a perfect description
of Tampa Bay and could not be applied to any other
on the west coast of Florida. It should be noted
that he describes another bay also called Espiritu
Santo, twenty or thirty leagues west of the Bay of
Tocobaga, and also in twenty-nine degrees, which is
likely Apalachicola Bay, as it is said to mark the
boundary of the government of Florida. This circumstance suggests the placing of Tocobaga Bay in
twenty-nine and one-half degrees is probably attributable to an error in transcription.
In addition it should be mentioned that Swanton
(22) has called attention to the preservation, among
the Indians about Tampa Bay, of a tradition that
De Soto landed at that point, which was related as
late as 1612 to a Spanish party which crossed the
peninsula.
If the identification of Tocobaga Bay with the
modern Tampa Bay is regarded as tenable, with this
as a point of departure, we may pass southward
along the coast with Velasco. It is clear that the
present Charlotte Harbor is by him called Tampa
(p. 164) while Estero Bay is the Bay of Carlos,
which he says in the Indian language was called
Escampaba, after a chief of that name, and subsequently Carlos as a tribute to the emperor, and appears to be the same which they call after Juan
Ponce. Describing it further he says:
Its entrance is very narrow and full of shallows, so that one cannot enter except with boats;
within it is spacious of four or five leagues in
circumference although entirely marshy; in its
center is a small island of about a half league
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in circuit, with other islets around it, in which
the chief Carlos had his seat, now occupied by
his successors; one may pass with canoes from
them to the arm of the sea which goes to Tampa
[Charlotte Harbor] by some passages which exist between one sea and the other.
Regardless of the situations to which later cartographers may have applied the names of Espiritu
Santo and Juan Ponce, the descriptions quoted appear to perfectly identify recognizable portions of
the Florida coast with the nomenclature of men who
were practically De Soto’s contemporaries.
Since Ranjel gives the entrance to their bay as
ten leagues west of the bay of Johan Ponce, which
we take in a longitudinal sense, this statement may
be compared with actuality. The longitude of the
entrance of Tampa Bay is actually about sixteen
nautical leagues west of the entrance to Estero Bay.
If Ranjel’s statement is taken as an estimate of a
rough character, it is not too wide to affect its general confirmation of the identification of the entrance
of the bay Espiritu Santo with the entrance of the
present Tampa Bay.
Before passing from a consideration of this point,
attention should be called to an early undated Spanish map reproduced opposite page one hundred
thirty-two of Lewis (10), and page four hundred
eighteen, volume II, of Robertson (7). This, while
undated, is the earliest known map presenting the
nomenclature of the De Soto chroniclers. On the
reproductions the place names are indecipherable,
but that in Robertson is accompanied by a tracing
on which these have been deciphered. No bay of
Espiritu Santo appears on the Florida peninsula, although a b. hoda (16) i.e, baia honda of the De Biedma nomenclature, is shown at the Approximate situation for Tampa Bay, while a smaller bay to the
south is labelled b. de Juo Poce (14).
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It will be recalled that in several instances our
narrators have given distances, either marine or
terrestrial in terms of leagues. It is likely that the
significance of this word has varied in the sense of
its application. When applied to distances at sea
or longitude, the user probably had its maritime application in mind and meant a unit of three nautical
miles or the twentieth part of a degree. When so
employed by our writers, the distance was undoubtedly estimated, but under the circumstances which
permitted the observer to have a clear sweep of
vision, or a fairly accurate idea of the rate of sailing. It therefore may be interpreted from the standpoint of a definite portion of the earth’s surface.
On the other hand, the terrestrial league is a most
elastic unit. It was probably employed in the sense
in which it is still used in some. of the remote portions of Latin America, and expresses any person’s
idea of the distance that a foot-traveller can traverse
in an estimated hour’s time. These are to be interpreted as representing hours of travel rather
than as measures of linear distance (11).
Assuming then, from the information given by the
chroniclers, and the confirmation afforded by Velasco, that we can positively identify the bay of Espiritu
Santo with the modern Tampa Bay, we may pass
to a consideration of the probable location of the
landing place and the site of the village.
The narrators do not indicate whether the landing was effected on the east or west side of the bay,
while it is likely safe to infer that the village was
nearer the head of the bay than the landing place.
The principal clues afforded us are:
1) The mention of a mound near the beach marking the village site,
2) A village site evidently separated from a strip
of firm shore or beach lying to the seaward by an
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estuary, inlet, or small bay, whose mouth or opening is not readily detectable from the bay.
The first comprehensive study of Indian mounds
is the vicinity of Tampa Bay was made about sixty
years ago by S. T. Walker (13, 14) of Clearwater,
at a time when this section was still in a relatively
primitive condition. Almost twenty years later the
same. region was again explored by Clarence B .
Moore (25). noted some changes, c h i e f l y the
spoliation of shell mounds for road building material, since Walker’s visit, and it is likely that further and more extensive inroads, either natural or
artificial have occurred since Moore’s visit, while
no idea can be formed of changes since De Soto’s
time. These papers are accompanied by maps of
the bay region showing the m o u n d s described.
Moore made extensive explorations in this vicinity,
but found little that he considered significant. (See
Frontispiece.)
We canvas the list of the chief mounds known
to or explored by these observers: Beginning on the
east side of the bay, Walker describes an extensive
shell mound at Shaw’s Point on the south side of
the mouth of the Manatee River. Moore noted a
group of three mounds on Terraceia Island. At
about the central point of the eastern shore is the
large shell heap known as Indian Hill. In Walker’s
day the pinnacles were visible above the tree tops,
and were estimated at from twenty to thirty feet
in height. Moore estimated that it covered an area
of approximately
acres. Moore alone noted
the shell heap on the north of the Little Manatee River about one and one-half miles from its
mouth. Both report on the great mound at the
mouth of Bullfrog Creek on the south shore, once
thirty feet high, but which at Moore’s visit was extensively despoiled. Moore alone observed the shell

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol16/iss3/7

24

Boyd: The Arrival of De Soto’s Expedition in Florida

212
ridges on the north shore of the Alafia River a short
distance within its mouth. Walker reports that a
low sand mound formerly existed on the old Fort
Brooke reservation east of the mouth of the Hillsborough River in the present City of Tampa.
In connection with the identification of Estero Bay
as the bay of Juan Ponce on the basis of Velasco’s
description, it is worthwhile to note at this point,
that Moore states that on Mound Island, or Johnson’s Key, in Estero Bay, lying two miles in an
easterly direction from Carlos Pass and with an area
of about one hundred thirty acres, are extensive
embankments of shell, with an enormous mound at
least thirty feet in height. This is likely the islet
on which Velasco says the chief Carlos formerly
resided.
On the west side of the bay Walker noted a total
of sixteen mounds at the extremity of Pinellas Peninsula. These were constructed either of sand or
shells alone, or of
of both. The sand mounds
are invariably low, scarcely ever exceeding six feet
in height. The mounds containing shell are higher,
some attaining an elevation of twenty-five feet. Two
mounds are situated on a narrow peninsula on the
north side of Papy’s Bayou. Another is found on
the south side of Alligator Creek north of Bayview.
One of the largest mounds on the bay is found at
Phillipi’s Point, which at the time Walker wrote,
was being eroded by the bay. Moore adds nothing
on this side to Walker’s list. The peninsula north
of Papy’s Bayou is known as Weeden’s island.
While none of these mounds are distant from the
bay, the only ones which meet the requirement of
being really near the beach are those at Shaw’s
Point, Indian Hill, Bullfrog Creek, and Phillipi’s
Point.
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We may next consider these mounds in relation
to the existing beaches and intervening inlets, in
which connection certain charts and maps may be
advantageously consulted. (15, 16). Along the east
shore, mangroves or marshes line practically the
entire margin as far as Six Mile Creek at the head
of Hillsborough Bay, excepting only short strips of
beach such as that at P i n e y Point. Continuing
around to Gadsden’s Point at the extremity of the
peninsula a firm beach-like shore is found. The
west shore of the peninsula has a narrow strip of
marsh, which widens on the north side of Old Tampa
Bay and occupies most of the shore on the north to
the head. But here again one can only speculate on
the changes which have occurred in four centuries.
On the west side from Pinellas Point northward
to the head of Old Tampa Bay, the shore appears
to be predominatingly a beach, with small intervening stretches of marsh. From Coffeepot Bayou to
Cross Bayou it is very extensively cut by an intricate
series of inlets, while off shore are a number of
sandy islets.
We may next consider the mounds before mentioned in relation to the beach strips discussed:
a) It would not necessitate a twelve hour march
to reach the mound at Shaw’s Point from any situation on the beach to the westward, if the landing
had been made in this vicinity. Neither does it appear that five days of cautious pilotage would have
been necessary to reach an anchorage in this vicinity.
Nor does it seem probable a landing could have been
made in this vicinity preparatory to a march to a
village situated to the northward, as the Manatee
River and its tributary the Braden River, would
appear to be obstacles that would require ferriage
or bridging, neither of which appears to have been
necessary during the march, while the existence of
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the estuary of the Manatee River would have been
obvious before landing. We thus believe this area
can be eliminated from consideration.
b) P i n e y Point or the coast to the southward
in relation to Indian Hill and the mound at the mouth
of Bullfrog Creek: Westcott (17) held the opinion
that the town of Hirrihigua was at Indian Hill and
that the landing place was about six miles south of
it, or near Terraceia Island, with deep water close
to shore. It would seem that either Piney Point or
Terraceia Island is too near Indian Hill, with no
conspicuous intervening obstacles likely to require
twelve hours or more of difficult marching to pass
from one to the other. If the Bullfrog Creek mound
is considered in relationship to these possible landing sites, we find that Little Manatee River intervenes, and the obstacles the narrators describe do
not suggest the crossing of such a large stream. The
coast between the Little Manatee River and the Bullfrog mound would appear to be too marshy to have
attracted them as a landing point. Thus we believe
the entire east side can be eliminated from consideration.
c) Turning next to the west side of the bay and
the mound at Phillipi’s Point: Here, in our opinion, a fairly good fit of the descriptions and topography is discernible. A landing along the beach
on the bay side of the Pinellas Peninsula in the
vicinity of Cross Bayou or even south of Coffeepot
Bayou, in anticipation of a journey to Phillipi’s
Point, should prove disappointing to one who would
march along the beach. Extensive detours inland
to avoid the streams or bayous would be obligatory,
while the maze of ponds and swamps would be confusing and delay direct progress towards the determined destination. If such a route were actually
marched, it is likely that the officers always e n -
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deavoured to swing towards the shore after each
marked divergence. It may well be, if our expedition pursued such a course, that one such return
swing toward the shore on the evening of the first
took them out on Cooper’s Point, where they made
a tired bivouac while watching the camp fires of
Porcallo’s men at a village on Phillipi’s Point. In
relation to this suggestion it should be noted that
all streams encountered could be headed without
excessive detours, while the distance, a possible
maximum of eighteen to twenty miles although difficult, could have been covered in twelve hours
marching time or thereabouts.
Within a radius of five miles of this point are several small streams, any one of which merits consideration as the objective of Captain Lobillo’s reconnaissance.
The statement that the Indians
attacked by Anasco were on an island cannot be
explicitly accepted, as a peninsula may have been
meant. This view is supported by the fact that
Porcallo with a force was sent out along the shore
to assist in the attack, a hardly understandable move
if the Indians were actually on an island. Booth
Point, across the bay to the eastward, would fit in
with the assumption.
The possibility that a situation within the mouth
of Old Tampa Bay could have been reached by the
fleet during three to five days pilotage seems tenable.
When the expedition left for the interior, they
travelled one whole day before reaching the river
bounding Mocoso’s domains, passage over which was
only practicable by bridging. It is obvious that De
Biedma’s statement of first a westerly and then a
northwesterly course is in error, and is probably
attributable to faulty transcription. The general
course must have been easterly or northeasterly in
line with Garcilaso’s statement. Within four miles
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after leaving P h i l l i p i ’s Point, an eastwardly or
northeastwardly course could have been commenced.
A day’s march on an eastwardly course would place
the Hillsborough River across their route, a stream
that undoubtedly would have required bridging.
Thus it would appear that a hypothesis assuming
a landing place along the beach somewhere on the
east side of the lower half of the Pinellas Peninsula,
in preparation for a march inland to an objective at
Phillipi’s Point, is on the one hand not grossly incompatible with the physical features of the terrain
in our own times, nor inconsistent with the accounts
preserved to us. The discovery of contemporaneous
Spanish relics at Phillipi's Point would be of interest from a confirmatory standpoint. The possibility of such discoveries would not be unlikely, as
equipment could have been lost, and at least one
Spaniard was probably buried there. Indeed Walker discovered strings of glass beads, a pair of
scissors and fragments of a looking glass in the
Alligator Creek mound. Walker states that a division of ownership prevented his exploration of the
mound at Phillipi’s Point, but formed the opinion
from its structure and general appearance that it
was of a domiciliary character. Neither could Moore
obtain permission for its exploration.
This site is also worth consideration as the possible location of the village of Tocobaga, where
Pedro Menendez Marquez, nephew of De Aviles, established in 1567 by order of his uncle, a fort with
a garrison of thirty men. In the year following the
men were killed by the Indians and the outpost was
never reestablished.
Although the map previously mentioned is the
earliest production to show the De Soto nomenclature, no more or less contemporaneous Spanish map
is known which professes to represent De Soto’s
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itinerary. The earliest attempt in this direction, is
found on the large " Carte de la Louisiane et du
Course du Mississippi” published in 1718 by Guillaume Delisle, a celebrated French cartographer, one
version of which is reproduced by Robertson (7) and
another by French (12). The authorities on which
he based his interpretation are now unknown but
the nomenclature suggests Garcilaso. A Spanish
map in the Library of Congress (B.M. Add. MS.
17.648a) dated 1768 shows De Soto’s route, and
employs Garcilaso’s nomenclature. (Puente, 1768;
Lowery, No. 522). Both of these place the bay of
Espiritu Santo at about midway of the west coast.
This problem is one that has perenially fascinated
students for more than a century. Unfortunately it
is only rarely that the basis for an opinion is expressed. It is not worth while to give citations, but
we may mention a few of the views that have been
held:
Among those who hold to the opinion that the landing was in an unspecified region of Tampa Bay are
J .
G. Forbes (1821); John Lee Williams (1837);
A. B. Meek (1839); B. F. French (1850); Albert
James Pickett (1851); H. E. Bolton (1921); John
R. Swanton (1922) and Michael Kenny (1934).
Opinions supporting a probable landing site somewhere on the east side of Tampa Bay, including
Gadsden’s Point, have been expressed by: J. W.
Monette (1846); Theodore Irving, (1851) (evidently based on d a t a , communicated by Fairbanks);
William B. Rye (1851); Buckingham Smith (1854);
Lambert A. Wilmer (1859); George R. Fairbanks;
(1871); Bernard S h i p p (1881); John W e s t c o t t
(1888); and Woodbury Lowery (1901). Comparatively few have ventured to express opinions definitely localizing the landing place: B. Smith (1854)
(20) placed it at Shaw’s Point; J. Westcott (1888)
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(17) places it about six miles south of Indian Hill;
Th. Irving (24) placed it near the mound just north
of the mouth of the Alafia River.
The only recorded suggestion of a landing place
on the west shore which we have noted is made by
A. H. Phinney (1924), who is of the opinion that
the mounds on Weeden’s Island north of Papy’s
Bayou mark Ucita. We have been unable to ascertain who originally applied the name De Soto to the
bayou at the head of Old Tampa Bay, although the
name first appeared on coast survey chart number
one hundred seventy-seven prepared in 1879. It is
thus apparent that a large majority of the students
and historical writers of the past century have held
the opinion that the landing place was somewhere
within the region now known as Tampa Bay. The
support which practically contemporaneous authorities, apparently unknown to most previous writers,
give to this opinion, establishes it, we believe, on a
firm foundation. On the other hand, portions of
practically the entire circumference of the bay have
been identified as the landing and camp sites. Believing that the criteria previously discussed must
be considered and satisfied before tentative opinion can be held, pending future positive identification through the discovery of some indisputable relic
of the expedition, we shall leave to each reader the
privilege of an independent judgment on this interesting question without urging the acceptance of
the interpretation suggested.
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